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ADA Compliance and Your
School Food Service Platform
FD MealPlanner

by Culinary Digital

What Every K-12 District Needs to Know Before April 2026

Smarter foodservice. Stronger teams. Inspired performance.
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April 24, 2026 Up to $150,000 | 1,000+ Districts

Maximum DOJ civil penalty per OCR resolution agreements already

Deadline for large K-12 districts L .
violation in K-12

Something changed for K-12 districts in April 2024. The U.S. Department of Justice
finalized a rule that, for the first time, explicitly requires all public school digital content
to meet federal accessibility standards. That includes your website, your mobile apps,
your online forms — and your food service platform.

The deadline for large districts is April 24, 2026. That is weeks away. And the
consequences of missing it are not abstract: they include federal investigations, civil
penalties, and consent decrees that put your district under years of federal oversight.

This guide explains what the rule requires, what is at stake, and how FD MealPlanner by
Culinary Digital is working to help your district meet its obligations.

K-12 school food service reaches every student, every day — making digital accessibility foundational to equal access
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The Rule: What Changed and Why It Matters

For years, the Americans with Disabilities Act required public institutions to provide
equal access — but the law was vague about what that meant for digital services.
Different districts interpreted it differently, and enforcement was inconsistent.

That ambiguity is gone. The DOJ’s April 2024 final rule under ADA Title Il now explicitly
requires all state and local government entities — including public K-12 school districts
— to make their websites, mobile apps, and digital services compliant with a single
technical standard: WCAG 2.1 Level AA.

What is WCAG 2.1 Level AA?

The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 Level AA is the internationally
recognized technical standard for digital accessibility. It ensures that people with
visual, auditory, motor, and cognitive disabilities can access and use digital content
equally. It covers everything from color contrast and keyboard navigation to screen
reader compatibility and accessible error messages.

Who must comply and when

District type Compliance deadline

Large districts (population 50,000+) April 24,2026
Smaller districts (population under April 26,2027
50,000)

Note: Population is determined by the census population of the surrounding city or county
— not student enrollment. Most districts in metropolitan areas fall under the April 2026
deadline regardless of district size.
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ADA Title Il Compliance Timeline

Large Districts Smaller Districts
{50,000+ population) (<50,000 population)
Deadline Deadline
DOJ Final Rule

Published :
I
|
. 1

April 2024 TODAY April 24, 2026 April 26, 2027

(April 2026)

Figure 1: ADA Title Il compliance timeline. Large districts must comply by April 24, 2026.

Why Your Food Service Platform Is at Risk
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Online menus, allergen displays, and ordering interfaces are public-facing digital services fully within scope of the ADA
Title I rule.

Many districts focus their compliance efforts on their main website and overlook the
platforms they use to deliver daily services — including food service. That is a
significant blind spot.

Online meal menus and student ordering interfaces are active, public-facing digital
services. They are not archived content. They are not password-protected individual
documents. They fall squarely within the rule’s scope, and they carry some of the most
common WCAG failures found in K-12 digital environments.
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The three highest-risk gaps in food service platforms

« Image accessibility. Food item images and icons published without accessible
text alternatives are completely invisible to screen readers. A student who is blind
cannot access the same meal information as their peers.

» Untagged PDF menus. Monthly lunch menus published as image scans or non-
tagged PDFs are inaccessible to assistive technology. Proper structure, reading
order, and text alternatives are required.

» Color-only allergen labeling. If allergen information is communicated using color
alone, colorblind users receive no information at all. WCAG requires allergen
information to be conveyed in text, not color signals only.

Vendor liability — this is the critical point

Public entities remain legally responsible for accessibility failures introduced by third-
party vendors. Outsourcing does not shift liability. If a K-12 district uses a food service
platform that is not WCAG 2.1 AA compliant, the district is in violation — and they will
hold their vendors accountable through contract requirements and procurement
audits.
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The Consequences of Non-Compliance

The penalties are layered. A single compliance failure can trigger multiple simultaneous
consequences, and they compound quickly.

Per violation, assessed independently. Multiple failures in one district can compound rapidly.

Non-Compliance Penalty Exposure

Colorado HB21 3 500
(per individual) 3,

CA Unruh
(per violation)l $4,000

DOJ Repeat $150,000
Violation
DOJ First 75,000

$0 $20,000 $40,000 $60,000 $80,000 $100,000 $120,000 $140,000 $160,000
Penalty Amount (USD)

Figure 2: Penalty exposure by enforcement channel. Penalties are assessed independently and can compound rapidly
across violations.

Consequence What it means for your district

DOJ civil penalties Up to $75,000 for a first violation. Up to $150,000 for
repeat violations. Assessed per violation — a single
inaccessible page accessed by multiple disabled users
can generate multiple penalties.

OCR investigation The Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights
actively investigates complaints. A single advocate filed
2,400 OCR complaints against K-12 districts between
2016 and 2018, resulting in over 1,000 resolution
agreements — before this rule was even explicit law.
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What it means for your district

Consent decrees Federal court orders mandating multi-year remediation
under active DOJ oversight. Expensive, disruptive, and
public.

Private lawsuits Individuals and advocacy groups can file directly. Attorney

fees are recoverable. State laws like California’s Unruh Act
add $4,000+ per violation in statutory damages on top of
federal penalties.

Reputational damage OCR investigations are public. Consent decrees are public.
The community sees the outcome.

This is not hypothetical.

Organized complaint campaigns targeting inaccessible K-12 digital environments have
been a documented enforcement strategy for nearly a decade. Now that WCAG 2.7 AA
is explicit federal law with a hard deadline, the risk of organized complaints post-April
2026 is meaningfully higher than at any prior point.
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How FD MealPlanner Addresses These Requirements

FD MealPlanner by Culinary Digital has been assessed against WCAG 2.1 Level AA
standards, with a Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) available on
request. Culinary Digital is actively remediating identified gaps to achieve full
conformance. Districts evaluating FD MealPlanner can request the VPAT to review
current conformance status and the remediation roadmap.

I
Note: Feature descriptions below reflect FD MealPlanner’s designed functionality and

accessibility intent. Conformance is based on internal assessment. A third-party
accessibility audit is planned. Districts are encouraged to request the current VPAT for
a complete and transparent view of conformance status.

Accessible menus and allergen information

The FD MealPlanner calendar view is the heart of the student and parent experience.
Every element on that screen — menu items, nutritional information, allergen indicators,
and dietary filters — is designed for accessibility. Culinary Digital’s remediation work
currently underway includes ensuring all menu item images and icons carry accessible
text alternatives consistent with WCAG 1.1.1 requirements.

Allergen labeling is where many food service platforms fail the WCAG standard. Color-
coded indicators alone communicate nothing to colorblind users and nothing to screen
readers. FD MealPlanner is designed so that allergen and dietary information is
conveyed through text, not color alone — consistent with WCAG 1.4.1 requirements.
This approach meets the WCAG requirement and serves the more fundamental
obligation to keep students safe.

For districts offering personalized meal experiences, FD MealPlanner supports user
login and profile registration, allowing students and parents to set allergen and dietary
filters that persist across sessions. The menu calendar updates to reflect those
preferences — making the experience useful for families managing dietary restrictions.
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Keyboard navigation and accessibility

FD MealPlanner is designed so that core functions — browsing the menu calendar,
filtering by allergen or dietary preference, and building a meal — are operable via
keyboard. Culinary Digital's WCAG assessment confirmed keyboard operability support
across these core workflows. For districts where students with disabilities access their
meal options independently, keyboard accessibility is foundational to equal access.

For students who rely on assistive technology, keyboard operability and screen reader compatibility are not optional —

they are prerequisites for equal access.

Mobile-friendly ordering for every device

Students and parents access meal information on phones and tablets as often as on
desktop. FD MealPlanner’s ordering interface is designed for accessibility across
devices. Note: screen orientation flexibility is identified as an open remediation item in
the current VPAT and is being actively addressed.

For districts that have moved to online ordering — including pay at pickup, pay by
student or employee ID, pay online by credit or debit card, and pay by tender or reducing
balance — FD MealPlanner supports each of these payment modes within an accessible
platform framework. Culinary Digital's ongoing remediation work covers the full
ordering and payment experience.

Nutritional information

FD MealPlanner surfaces nutritional detail — values, allergens, dietary designations, and
non-nutritive indicators — for each individual menu item. For districts using the Build a
Meal feature, students see a running nutritional summary as they make selections.
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Culinary Digital's design intent is that this content is accessible to screen readers and
assistive technology — not just visually displayed. Specific accessibility gaps identified
in the VPAT are being remediated.

Non-nutritive and non-allergenic designations appear as icons alongside menu items on
the calendar view. Remediation work currently underway includes ensuring these icons
carry accessible text alternatives consistent with WCAG 1.1.1 requirements.

Compliance documentation your district can use

Culinary Digital provides districts with a Voluntary Product Accessibility Template
(VPAT) documenting FD MealPlanner’s current WCAG 2.1 conformance status,
including identified gaps and the remediation roadmap. When your district is audited or
asked to demonstrate vendor compliance, FD MealPlanner gives you a transparent,
documented picture of where the platform stands and where it is heading — something
most food service vendors cannot provide at all.
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What Your District Should Do Now

Regardless of which deadline applies to your district, the time to act is now. Compliance
audits, vendor reviews, and contract updates take time — and remediation after a
complaint is far more costly than preparation before one.

Proactive compliance review — auditing vendors, updating contracts, and documenting your posture — reduces risk and

demonstrates good faith to regulators.

1. Audit your digital vendors. Ask each vendor for a VPAT or accessibility
conformance report. If they cannot provide one, that is a compliance risk your
district carries.

2. Review your food service platform specifically. Online menus, PDF menus,
ordering interfaces, and allergen displays all fall within scope.

3. Update vendor contracts. Add explicit WCAG 2.1 AA requirements to all
technology contracts, with the district’s right to audit.

4. Document your compliance posture. The DOJ looks favorably on districts that can
demonstrate good-faith, proactive compliance efforts.

5. Talk to FD MealPlanner. Culinary Digital has completed a WCAG assessment,
holds a VPAT documenting current conformance and open remediation items,
and is actively working toward full WCAG 2.1 AA conformance. We can walk you
through exactly where the platform stands and provide documentation for your
compliance review.
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Ready to see FD MealPlanner’s
accessibility posture and
remediation roadmap?

Schedule a 30-minute demo to see FD MealPlanner’s accessibility features,
review the VPAT, and talk through what it means for your district.
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Sources and References

The regulatory facts, penalty figures, and enforcement history cited in this whitepaper
are drawn from the following primary sources.

1. U.S. Department of Justice — ADA Title Il Final Rule on Web and Mobile App
Accessibility

The final rule requiring state and local governments, including K-12 districts, to
comply with WCAG 2.1 Level AA. Published April 24, 2024.
www.ada.gov/resources/2024-03-08-web-rule/

2. U.S. Department of Justice — Fact Sheet: New Rule on the Accessibility of Web
Content and Mobile Apps

Plain-language summary of the rule’s scope, requirements, exceptions, and
compliance deadlines. Published March 8, 2024.
www.ada.gov/resources/2024-03-08-web-rule/

3. U.S. Department of Justice — First Steps Toward Complying with the ADA Title Il
Web and Mobile Application Accessibility Rule

DOJ guidance on preparation steps for public entities, including population
determination methodology for compliance deadline assignment.

www.ada.gov/resources/web-rule-first-steps/

4. U.S. Department of Justice — Civil Penalty Amounts, ADA Title Il Enforcement

Source of the $75,000 first-violation and $150,000 repeat-violation civil penalty
figures. Penalties are inflation-adjusted periodically.
www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/regulations/title-ii-2010-regulations/

5. U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights — Dear Colleague Letter on
Digital Accessibility

Joint DOJ/OCR letter confirming OCR had resolved and monitored more than 1,000
digital access cases in K-12, including the 2016—2018 mass complaint campaign
resulting in over 1,000 district resolution agreements. Published May 2023.
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www?2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-202305-acc-web.pdf

6. World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) — Web Content Accessibility Guidelines
(WCAG) 2.1

The full technical standard adopted by the DOJ as the compliance benchmark
under ADA Title Il. Defines all Level A and Level AA success criteria.

www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/

7. Colorado HB21-1110 — Accessibility of Information Technology

First state law to explicitly require accessibility for both public-facing and internal-
facing technology for state and local governments including public schools.
Enacted 2021. Penalty: $3,500 per violation per affected individual.

leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb21-1110

8. California Unruh Civil Rights Act — Statutory Damages for Accessibility
Violations

Source of the $4,000 minimum statutory damages per violation figure applicable in
California private suits, in addition to federal penalties.

leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml|?lawCode=CIV&sect
ionNum=52

Smarter foodservice. Stronger teams. Inspired performance.
Culinary Digital | FD MealPlanner | March 2026

This document is provided for informational purposes. Districts should consult legal
counsel for compliance guidance specific to their jurisdiction.
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